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What is Social Media & Web 2.0? 
 
Social media is a term which defines the current tools of user-generated, participatory 
Internet media.  Social media conceptualizes how individuals and communities can leverage 
the participation architecture of the Internet for their own ends and purposes.   The 
processes of social media revolve around communication, participation, organization and 
collaboration.  The tools of social media include, but are not limited to blogs, social 
networking sites, podcasts, hyperlinks, open source software and code, website tags,  and 
listservs, to name a few.   
 
Social media is mainly a feature of the so-called Web 2.0, which has been described as being 
the “next generation” of the Internet.  However, as pointed out in Wikipedia: “Though the 
term suggests a new version of the Web, it does not refer to an update to World Wide Web 
technical specifications, but to changes in the ways systems developers have used the web 
platform.”1   
 
Social media is not a new phenomenon of the Internet.  Social media has been used among a 
select group of individuals, advertisers and political groups for decades now, those who have 
always be able to exploit the potential in the network. In fact the principles and practices are 
grassroots ideas for those who have been using the Internet to network and communicate 
for over two decades now.  It’s not that Web 2.0 has sprung up from nothing; it is that the 
architecture of it has been built through rich social discourse.  The “experts” are self-taught.  
The institution has largely been absent.  As chaotic as the Internet seems, a hierarchal order 
of knowledge is emerging through the multitude of voices.  It is one that is user-created, 
distributed and consumed.  Components of it are corporate, but not always, and not always 
used for corporate outcomes.  The history of Web 2.0 is one of confounding corporatization 
of the Internet.   
 
Recently, the social research community has started dipping its feet in Web 2.0.  Not only as 
a site of research, but also as a site of research dissemination.  The tools of social media are 
not only effective for dissemination to communities within your own research network, but 
also to anyone else in web 2.0 who is interested.  The Atlantic Centre for the Study of the 
Information Society (ACSIS) has experimentally turned research findings into social media 
and embedded it into the depths of Web 2.0.  Under the direction of Dr. Dianne Looker, the 
ACSIS network used elements of social media to complement her traditional dissemination 
activities, like blogs, podcasts and community photo-sharing sites.     
 
It is well-documented that non-academic audiences view academic research and knowledge 
as inaccessible.  The increasing user-friendly interface of social media can make research 
accessible to communities and individuals situated outside of academia.  Further, it can 
provide flexible, dynamic and innovative platforms which exist for the sole purpose of 
facilitating public discourse around ideas and knowledge. 

                                                 
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Web_2 



 A brief history of the Social Web 
 
Social media has been around as long as the Internet.  In fact, social media can be thought of 
as grassroots applications of the Internet.  It began quietly in the 1980’s on campuses around 
the world, students and “techies” meeting and communicating by email, in MUDs2, and 
LISTSERV, the first electronic mailing list system.3

 
The use of social media continued on quietly through the dot.com bubble in the late 1990’s.   
While corporations tried to insert business models built for non-Internet products and 
services; user-supported websites like eBay (1995) and Amazon.com (1994) were slowly, but 
steadily, increasing in popularity and use.   Corporations continued to lose money, until the 
dot-com bubble burst in 2001.   
 
Even though the Internet’s marketability was uncertain, individuals and social organizations 
continued using the undeveloped tools of social media for the facilitation of communication 
and interaction.   In 1999, the mass protest at the WTO meeting in Seattle was, perhaps, the 
first large-scale application of social media.  Using rudimentary forms like email, websites, 
public forums and listservs, a congregation of over 1400 international organizations were 
able to organize protests on a single location towards a collective purpose.4   
 
Online diaries or journals were also becoming increasingly popular, and although they only 
received the formal title “blog” in 1999, there were numerous examples of personal websites 
and webrings which shared similar characteristics of the current blog since as far back as 
19945.  When Matt Drudge broke the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal story in 1998 on his pre-
blog site known as “The Drudge Report” everybody, including the traditional media, started 
to pay attention.     
 
Although the business world was still uncertain of the marketability of the Internet, by 2003, 
corporations were coming around from the mistakes made during the first dot-com bubble.  
They were beginning to use the medium as the audience was using it.     In 2004, O’Reilly 
Media carved out an effective online presence and marketing strategy which was dubbed 
Web 2.0.  Web 2.0 was the business model that really opened up the Internet to the dynamic 
site of market research and advertising which we know it as today.  It was a model that 
captured the essence of what social media had been doing all along: using the Internet. 
 
The term “Social Web” is an emergent term used to denote the non-business application of 
social media and the Web 2.0 infrastructure.  In this way it is consciously political, insofar as 
it uses privatized technologies for public ends; where sharing knowledge replaces capital as 
the currency for exchange. 
 
    
 

                                                 
2 Multi-user domains 
3 http://www.webopedia.com/TERM/L/Listserv.html 
4 http://depts.washington.edu/wtohist/index.htm 
5 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blog 



Academic use of the Social Web 
 
The Internet is already integrated with academia.  In addition to the obvious uses with 
delivery of student services and courses, it is not uncommon for universities, departments, 
research projects and individual academics to use the Internet as a public forum to 
communicate and present their ideas and research.6

 
Traditionally, internet based dissemination of research activities has been limited to the 
creation of static, unsystematic websites and CD-Roms.  While funding boards continue to 
promote and reward “innovative” uses of ICTs for dissemination, the reality has been less 
than impressive.  Typical initiatives result in a static website, often out of date, with a 
sporadic collection of information about the project. 
 
The presentation of such information and knowledge using static websites is not solely 
sufficient for those researchers who want to participate real-time in an academic community 
that is based on collaboration and interactivity with the public and other scholars who share 
similar research interests.  In this highly-accelerated environment of information production 
and exchange, it is important to ensure that research does not become obsolete before it has 
a chance to be consumed by the public.  
 
The traditional means of academic knowledge dissemination are shifting, from the practices 
of journal publishing7 to the increased expectations of research practicality and public or 
private consumption8.   The potential for professional and knowledge-based networking is 
evolving and can be harnessed for the purposes of communication, collaboration, and 
dissemination; and it can be done using social media.   
 
It is a common misconception that you need to be an expert to use these tools.  However, 
many social media tools are designed with user-friendly interfaces, making it easy among the 
non-technically inclined.  For example, if you know how to create a document using Word 
processing software, then you already know how to create a blog post.  These tools are 
designed to be effective and efficient in their functioning, as many of them have been 
designed with economic goals in mind.  They are designed for frequent updating, 
referencing, and collaboration.  They are the tools of the Social Web, and they are generally 
free to use and take advantage of.    
 
 
       
 
 

                                                 
6 Tina Guenther, (2006) “Web 2.0 as a resource for academic and professional networking”;  www.y-
design.de/cms/tguenther.de/wordpress/wp-
content/uploads/2007/03/Invitation_academic%20blogging1.pdf
7 George Siemens, (2007) “Scholarship in the age of participation”; 
“http://www.elearnspace.org/Articles/journal.htm 
8 http://www.sshrc.ca/web/apply/program_descriptions/ine/public_outreach_e.asp 



Social Media Tools 
Blogs 
The word blog is short for web log.  It is a dynamic website that allows for easy and regular 
updating.  Blogs are web elements that require user interface to make them of use.  They are 
also a platform which supports asynchronous, topic oriented interaction, allowing readers to 
place comments on specific entries.   
 
Blogs come in many different themes, ranging from personal journals/diaries to political 
commentary to current events and technology.  They also assume many forms which include 
text-based (the blog), photography-based (the photoblog), or video-based (videoblog).  The 
collective of blogs is referred to as The Blogosphere.   
 
Blogs can exist as an element of a website, as a website in itself, connected to a social 
networking site or formal online community, or connected to a blog server like Blogspot or 
Wordpress.   
 

Hyperlinks 
A hyperlink (or link) is what links one site to another.  A hyperlink can be displayed on a 
webpage as a website address or as a word or phrase that has the link embedded in it with 
code.  Hyperlinks are very important to the networking aspect of social media, and can 
connect websites of similar content.   
 
Hyperlinks can also eliminate the need for referencing in blogs.  If you have a link to an 
online source you are specifically quoting or referencing, you can place the link to the article 
in the body of the work. 
 

Podcasting 
Pod-casting is sort of an audio/video form of blogging.  They are audio or video segments, 
or shows, that are assigned RSS feeds and can be imported and played on personal media 
devices.  Podcasts are accessible through mp3 players, palm pilots, and cell phones as well as 
via a computer or laptop.   
 
RSS Feeds 
All blogs have RSS feeds.  RSS stands for Really Simple Syndication and it is an XML 
document that people can “feed” into their blog aggregating services.  A blog aggregating 
service provides a centralized location for a user’s feeds, that is, the RSS of the blogs they 
have chosen to subscribe to.   
 
So if I’m a user and I stumble across your blog, and I really like your blog and think I might 
want to refer to it later and read future blogs by you, I will import your RSS feed address 
into my blog aggregator so that every time you put up a new blog, I will be notified.  
Examples of blog aggregator services are bloglines.com or technorati.com.   



Social Bookmarking and Tagging 
Tagging 
Tagging is a form of hyper-linking that associates a piece of information with a keyword.  
Tagging is far more flexible and dynamic than hyper-linking, as any one item can have a 
multitude of tags associated with it.  Further, tagging can be used with photographs to 
identify subjects or concepts in the image. 
 
The practice of tagging is beneficial for much of the same reasons that hyper-linking is; it 
can associate your site with particular keywords, which can help an Internet surfer find the 
site more easily.  It can also allow you to expand your own work by placing hyperlinks to 
particular keywords in your blogs, or the text of your website.  If you are writing about a 
topic which requires background knowledge on the topic, you can link the reader to a variety 
of online references for that topic without disrupting the flow of your words, or having to 
spend a lot of time writing out that background information.  
Wikipedia uses the practice of tagging to link keywords of entries to other entries in Wiki.  
 
Tagging powers the practice of social bookmarking, where any user can tag any website with 
a particular keyword using a social bookmarking service like del.icio.us.  In this way, tagging 
creates a folksonomy of information, a user-created taxonomy of concepts.  If a website is 
tagged by a user with a particular keyword, that website becomes part of the keywords 
concept.  
  
Social Bookmarking 
Social bookmarking is powered by the practice of website tagging.  It is different than basic 
searching using a search engine because tags and the sites associated with them are ranked 
based on human input, rather than automated software.  Further, using a social bookmarking 
system can allow you to save and share interesting websites with other people.   

Examples of social bookmarking services include del.icio.us.com and stumbleupon.com.  
Stumbleupon.com is a bit different than other social bookmarking sites, as it is system that 
actually “learns” which content you like.  By giving a website a “thumbs up” or “thumbs 
down” the software stores that information and uses it to try to find other websites that are 
similar in content and form to those that you like. 

Social Networking Sites 
The Social Networking Site, or SNS, is a relatively new phenomenon on the Internet.  
Although many of them have been online for a while, they have only recently gained mass 
popularity and influence.  SNSs are websites which offer users webspace to create a profile 
and interact with any number of features that are contained within the site.   
 
A SNS can be designed towards a particular interest, such as books, or travel.  In this way, all 
participants connect with people who share the same specified interests.  A SNS site can also 
be broader in scope, existing solely for the purpose of connecting with anyone else who is 
part of the network.   
 



Two of the leading SNSs today of the broad scope, are Facebook and MySpace.  Although 
they are both social networking sites, they provide different services for the users.  For 
example, MySpace operates on an open-network system, where the user gets to determine 
whether their profile is available to people who are not on MySpace.  Spiders are allowed to 
access MySpace and include MySpace pages in search results.  Facebook, however, operates 
on a closed system, where only members of Facebook are allowed to use and access 
Facebook.  Facebook blocks Spiders from including Facebook pages in their search results. 
 
While these types of SNSs run on 2-dimensional, flat interfaces, new ones are emerging that 
incorporate virtual version of the 3-dimension.  They are virtual worlds, sites where you exist 
as a character, or avatar, rather than a profile.  And they are situated as occurring in a virtual 
representation of a geographical space.  Some of these use everyday settings, such as The 
Sims Online and Second Life.  Others use fantastical settings of deep space or ancient times.   
 
These SNSs are sometimes referred to as Web 3.0, the third generation of Internet exchange 
and communication.     
 
Widgets 
Widgets are generally used on blogs to link to other blogs or third party sites that a blog 
author would like to be associated with.  Widgets are short bits of html code that can be 
embedded in a website or blog.  Popular types of widgets include RSS feeds of favorite 
blogs, blogrolls, direct links to other virtual communities that the author belongs to, or 
advertising.  As a blog or website author, you have control over which widgets to include in 
your site. 

Wikis 
A wiki is a website that allows assigned users to edit, add to or delete content from.  The 
largest most successful and pervasive wiki online is Wikipedia.  Wikis can allow for open and 
closed collaboration.  Creators or administrators of the wiki can create rules for collaborators 
to follow.  For wikis to be successful the users should adhere to the rules of collaboration, 
which will act as a sort of social contract for collaboration.  Wikis are an ideal way to create 
online collaborative spaces.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



ACSIS Lab+: Services and Training 
 

How can ACSIS Lab+ help you learn and work with the tools of social media to disseminate 
current research, and/or make network connections to facilitate future research?  We offer 
three sets of services which can be matched to suit your needs. 
 
Consultation 
A consultation session would address issues of intended audience (broad or specific), 
purpose for use (dissemination or promotion), and maintenance options.      
For a small fee, the consulting session will result in a personalized Web 2.0 Plan of Action 
(POA) which would best serve the needs, goals and expectations for the organization’s use 
of Web 2.0 within 1 week of the consultation session.   
 
Virtual Community Infrastructure Development 
Infrastructure setup costs will vary based on the level of complexity that is needed to achieve 
the desired goals outlined in the POA.  While elaborate network infrastructures are 
impressive, sometimes simplicity is better.  The size and complexity of the network will be 
wholly dependent on the maintenance plan as outlined in the POA.  Elements of a base 
infrastructure will consist of any mix of the following elements: 
 
• Web-branding of your organization or network 
• Blogs 
• SNS profiles and/or groups 
• Strategic placing of links 
• Tag embedding 
• Websites 
• Website traffic analysis code 
• Short promotional web videos 
• A design package of network buttons and badges 

 
The ACSIS Lab+ will set up all your blogs, profiles and websites and connect them to blogs, 
profiles and websites of similar content using tags and hyperlinks.  The base-level 
infrastructure package can be set up in as little as one week, again depending on the 
complexity desired by the organization. 
 
Training  
Training and workshops designed for all skill levels are available individually or in small 
group sessions.  Please see our website for workshop dates and times.     
 



Some important considerations 

Keeping Goals in Perspective  
It is important to have a clear understanding of the types of goals that this type of 
networking will yield.  Unless you are selling a product or service, “success” is not necessarily 
easy to measure.  In implementing this system it is the Lab’s fundamental goal to create an 
online network, using the principles and tools of social media to give your message, or 
research a visible presence on the Internet.  How your organization manages that system, or 
takes advantage of it, will rely solely on how it is maintained.   

Interaction 
At the most basic level, the Social Web operates through interaction between users, their 
web presence and the larger network.  It is not as simple as setting up a website and directing 
traffic there, it’s meant to be dynamic and user-determined.   

Commitment to the Goal 
A certain level of commitment is required to the maintenance and growth of the network.  It 
is important that all of the organizations members, who already use Social Media, are linked 
within your network.  An ideal situation would be one in which all key members or the 
organization had some form of Social Web presence.  Individually, the maintenance of a 
single personal space, like a blog or a Facebook account, is not necessarily as time 
consuming as one may think. The online network is stronger with more links associated to 
the organizations real-life network.     
 
In many cases commitment can be as simple as setting aside 15 minutes to read and 
comment on blogs of topics that are related to your organizations before you check your 
email in the morning.    

Technical Knowledge Not Required 
It is a common misconception that participation in web 2.0 is difficult, and requires 
elaborate technical knowledge.  This is not so because of the flexibility of XML.  Blogs and 
profiles are extremely easy to set up, as most of them are powered by WYSIWYG and drag 
and drop page editors. 

 
 
          
 

 

 
 
 
 



Web Resources 
 

To see examples of the academic use of social media check out: 
 
ACSIS Lab+ Blog      acsislab.wordpress.com 
Digital Ethnography at Kansas State University mediatedcultures.net 
The You Tube Ethnography Project   www.youtube.com/ksudigg 
C Theory      www.ctheory.net 
The Public Knowledge Project    pkp.sfu.ca 
Zephoria – Danah Boyd’s Blog   www.zephoria.org/thoughts 
Keith Hampton     www.mysocialnetwork.net 
 
To read more about social media check out: 
 
The Center for Social Media               www.centerforsocialmedia.org 
Common Craft – Design for the Social Web  www.commoncraft.com 
Social Media Club     www.socialmediaclub.org 
Harold Jarche      www.jarche.com 
Media 2.0 Workgroup     media2.0workgroup.org 
Towards the Knowledge Society   charlenecroft.wordpress.com 
 
To check out the tools of the Social Web: 
 
Wordpress      www.wordpress.com 
Blogspot      blogger.com 
YouTube      www.youtube.com 
MySpace      www.myspace.com 
Facebook      facebook.com 
Digg       digg.com 
del.icio.us      del.icio.us 
Bloglines      www.bloglines.com 
Technorati      technorati.com 
Wikipedia      wikipedia.org 
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